As graduate students we fill many roles: student, researcher, teaching assistant or instructor, employee, friend, son/daughter, significant other, parent, and so forth. When people have multiple roles, it is impossible for them to meet all the expectations of these roles because they will inevitably conflict in some way (Bellavia & Frone, 2005) . Carrie Blair, of the University of Tennessee-Knoxville, found that balance in graduate school meant maintaining boundaries so that multiple roles did not interfere with one another; she did not allow her role as a contractor to interfere with her role as a student, and she did not allow her roles as a student and contractor to interfere with her personal roles "as a daughter, a sister, and a friend."
Why is imbalance a problem?
Imbalance is stressful and can yield deleterious effects. Individual-level outcomes of work-life conflict include decreased mental and physical health; dissatisfaction with life; psychosomatic symptoms; depression; increased smoking, alcohol, and substance abuse; mood and anxiety disorders; and hypertension (Bellavia & Frone, 2005) . Stress can also influence our relationships with our friends, family, and peers. If you are struggling with balance, then hopefully the steps and resources below will help ameliorate your problems.
Solving the Problem: Finding Balance
Step 1: Determine if you have a problem with imbalance.
Listen to your body (e.g., changes in diet or difficulty sleeping), your mood (e.g., agitated or sad), and your friends and family. The signs of imbalance may include (Juarez, 2002 ):
• Spending less time with the people that matter to you • Feeling tired • Dreading another day at work, in the lab, or in the classroom • Feeling out of control, moody, irritable, or resentful • Feeling ill or experiencing psychosomatic symptoms (e.g., stomach problems, skin rashes, headaches, colds, etc.) • Laughing infrequently • Feeling depressed or self-medicating • Neglecting or not enjoying activities that used to be gratifying • Escaping life by daydreaming, sleeping too much, procrastinating or engaging in high-risk activities
If you have a more serious problem, consider getting professional help. Most schools have a health clinic that provides therapy for free or at reduced costs.
Additional Resources
http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_signs.htm http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/stress-symptoms/SR00008_D
Step 2: Seek advice from peers, mentors and experts.
For advice on how to achieve balance, we consulted several graduate students. Here is how they achieve balance.
• Work smarter, not harder. It is pivotal to say "no" to taking on superfluous projects, especially when the outcome is uncertain (such as working with inexperienced students with no faculty guidance) or when the project is not within the student's research stream. At that time, classes were extremely demanding, but I also felt pressure to get involved in research and in applied activities. I often felt that the micro tasks from class left little time to deal with the macro extra-curricular tasks. In order to balance, I declared that I did not do class work on the weekends. So, if I worked on the weekend, I tried to make sure that I was working on applied activities or research. It wasn't always possible to keep this rule, but reminding myself of the rule helped. Carrie Blair • Use technology wisely. I think you can easily extend the time it takes you to accomplish a task by chatting on AOL or checking your e-mail every 10 minutes. I'll often go to a coffee shop that doesn't have wireless (gasp!). Or I'll take a stack of articles to read-but leave my laptop at home. Nicole Neff
We also asked work-life balance scholars, Drs. Lillian Eby and Tammy Allen, to provide advice to graduate students for effectively managing balance. Here is what Dr. Eby had to say: This is one of the life stages in which it is particularly difficult to achieve balance. This is because not only are graduate students involved in highly demanding "jobs," but both the personal stakes and the performance expectations are very high. The job is also really challenging, requiring enormous amounts of cognitive, motivational, and behavioral resources. Making it even more difficult is the limited amount of performance feedback, high degree of ambiguity in role requirements, and high role discretion. So, critical ingredi-ents for success and sanity in graduate school are excellent time management skills, realistic goal setting, and social support. Probably the biggest mistake that graduate students make is not doing sufficient homework before they apply to graduate school such that they don't have realistic expectations about graduate school life or the field. It is certainly easier to deal with the stress of graduate school if you love what you do! And, if you know what you are getting into BEFORE you enroll in a graduate program, some self-selection can happen on the front end. But, once you are in, you are in! Drs. Eby and Allen also provided several important pieces of advice for graduate students:
• Figure out your Step 3: Transfer the skills to your future. Balance is a life-long endeavor. Dr. Allen points out that:
Balance doesn't mean equal time in each role. For many, graduate school is a time of emphasizing self and career. Recognize that priorities will shift and change over time.
One of the many great things about I-O psychology is that there are diverse job opportunities. With that opportunity comes choices. Make your choice regarding the type of employment you want to have after graduate school with your personal career and family priorities in mind. Be informed regarding the impact that different types of jobs may have on your family life. Travel, long hours, lack of flexibility can all make it challenging to balance work and family demands.
The type of jobs you choose post-graduation will have a large impact on your future work-life balance. You can look up some indicators of future balance by seeking information on Web sites that rank organizations as the best places to work.
